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International Dateline — From London’s East  
End to the Dreaming Spires of Oxford
Benjamin Harris:  The First B H Blackwell 1813-1855
by	Rita Ricketts		(Blackwell’s	Historian	and	Bodleian	Visiting	Scholar,	Author	Adventurers All, Tales of  




ian Library	 and	 Blackwell’s	 bookshop,	 From 
Fortress to Fairway,	 (see	 Against the Grain,	
v.20#3,	 p.82).	 	Yet	 the	 Blackwell	 connection	






ing field, has its lessons, even for today.1		In	this	
















beat	 down	 Napoleon	 and	 the	 new	 bourgeoisie	
won	the	vote.		His	father,	Joshua,	was	a	tailor	in	
London’s	East	End	and	an	active	member	of	the	
















End’s	 fetid	alleys	with	 their	 foul	congestion	of	
all the traffic servicing the trades and businesses 
and	herds	of	abattoir-bound	beasts	leaving	their	















the	 two	 brothers,	 had	 heard	 tell	 of	 the	 famous	
bookman,	 Plantin	 of	Antwerp,	 who	 coming	









of Louvain…	 outstanding	 for	
the	 learning	 of	 its	 professors	 in	
all	subjects”	and	a	place	“whose	
learning	 I	 reckoned	 to	 turn	 to	
profit for the general well-being of 
the	public	in	manuals,	textbooks	
and	 critical	 works.”4	 	And	 little	
did	Benjamin Harris	dream,	when	he	set	out,	
that	 the	Blackwells	were	 to	be	 to	Oxford	what	
Plantin	had	been	to	Louvain.	







and the valleys were prolific in every class and 
genus	 of	 herbage.	 	Views	 of	 the	 Colleges	 and	
Churches	of	the	City	offered	everything	London	
had had, and their spires were reflected in the mir-
ror-like	surface	of	the	rivers,	Cherwell	and	Isis.”5	
And	Oxford	had	other	attributes	too.		For	all	its	
provincialness,	 it	was	at	 the	 forefront	of	 social	
change.		As	education	expanded	and	other	cities	









in the business world where the fittest survived 
and	prospered.		Within	twenty	years	their	work	









pal	 inquiry,	 conducted	 in	 1832,	 concluded	 that	









“horse-drawn	 omnibuses,	 run	 by	 private	 enter-
prise,”	had	made	their	appearance	in	the	streets	




were	 the	 gentlemen	 farmers,	 enriched	 by	 their	
success	 in	 transporting	high-priced	agricultural	
products,	and	successful	industrialists	seeking	the	
accoutrements of gentrification.  Wanting noth-
ing	better	than	to	ape	their	betters	in	the	Shires,	










It	 was	 long	 since	 that	 Oxford’s	 medieval	
illuminators	 and	 scriveners	 had	 given	 way	 to	
second	 hand	 bookshops,	 printers,	 bookbinders	
and	paper	makers.		Here	was	a	wealth	of	exper-
tise	to	be	built	on	by	any	enterprising	newcomer.	






the	Oxford Branch of the Temperance Society.	
Here	working	people	(men)	were	given	tea	and	
books	could	be	consulted	and	borrowed.		Honing	
his	 skills,	 and	 entering	 matrimony,	 Benjamin 
Harris was	 now	 determined	 to	 put	 his	 book	
business	on	a	more	permanent	 footing.	 	At	 the	
age	of	 thirty-three,	 in	1846,	he	 took	a	 lease	on	









family firm of one Henry Eagleston,	ironmonger	
“Yet are we bold to demand a standing 
among the most important societies for 
the improvement of man, physically, 
socially, morally and intellectually.”






side the city limits was significant, for unless he 
were	a	freeman	of	the	City,	or	the	son	or	apprentice	
of	a	freeman,	no	one	might	set	up	a	new	business	
in Oxford without the payment of a fine.”  Re-
















Headington, Gypsy lane, Elsfield and Shotover led 








As	 if	 his	 bookshop	 and	 temperance	 duties	
were	not	enough,	Benjamin Harris	applied	for	
the post as Oxford’s first City Librarian; the Li-
brary	was	to	open	in	1854.		Very	little	is	known	of	










Bodley	 for	 the	 “Bodley	Librarian,”	where	 all	
that	was	required	was	“leisure,	learning,	friends	
and	means.”15		“One	wonders,”	mused	a	contem-
porary,	 “how	 Mr Blackwell	 and	 his	 assistant	
contemplated	the	future,	in	which	it	was	their	duty	
to	be	in	constant	attendance	on	weekdays,	from	








been	 helping	 others	 to	 do	 just	 that	 for	 the	 last	
decade.	 	The	Public	Library	 too	was	purged	of	
“any work of an immoral or infidel tendency,” 









little	drinking	 fountain,	 affording	copious	 liba-
tions	of	‘acqua	pura.’”19
Back	at	his	day	job,	the	young	librarian-book-




fast	 challenging	 Britain’s	 pre-eminence,	 would	
stop	at	nothing	to	gain	a	competitive	edge.		Com-
mensurate	with	this	was	a	growing	demand	for	
education, particularly technical and scientific. 
Benjamin Harris	 was	 convinced	 that	 their	
demand	for	educational	material	must,	at	 least,	
equal	that	in	the	British	market.		Since	opening	
his	 shop	 Benjamin Harris	 had	 traded	 almost	
exclusively	in	second-hand	books,	not	available	
outside	Britain.		Now,	to	advertise	them	overseas,	














































he	 continued	 this	 work	 to	 the	 end	 of	 his	 life,	
combining	it	with	his	custodianship	of	both	the	
shop	and	the	library.








Harris	 succumbed	 to	 angina	 pectoris,	 exacer-
bated	 by	 diphtheria.	 	 Basil Blackwell	 always	






its	 growing	 pains…and	 when	 the	 publishers’	





later	 apprenticed.	 	As	a	 licensed	appraiser,	 “he	
valued	 for	 probate	 the	 stock	 of	 printed	 books	
on	May	15	1856.”		The	value	being	as	little	as	









Benjamin Harris	 was	 laid	 to	 rest	 in	 the	
public	graveyard	beside	the	Church of St Cross,	
Holywell, and the first B H Blackwell’s	 went	
with	him.		Yet	he	had	made	a	name	for	himself,	
and	his	work	as	the	pioneer	of	the	Oxford City 
Library:		“this quaint honour,”	did	not	“turn to 
dust.”25			Even	today,	his	grave	is	still	“a fine and 
private place.”		Standing	clear	of	the	hawthorn	
and	in	the	shade	of	the	yew,	it	is	heightened	in	






continued on page 92
“Whither! Nay, none but God 
knows whither.”
















his	 Pindar,	 Charlie Williams,	 Basil Blackwell’s	 old	
OUP	friend,	and	the	drama	critic,	Kenneth Tynan.		There	
are	others	too,	who	served	the	causes	of	the	University,	





Editor’s Note:  In next month’s issue Rita will con-
sider the role of women in the Blackwell story.  The 
modest Benjamin Harris is not forgotten; his begin-
nings in bookselling were the inspiration for the future 
bookselling and publishing “empire.”  But it is doubtful 
if his small shop “on the wrong side of Oxford’s City 
wall,” would ever have been revived if it had not been 
for the determination of his wife, Nancy. — KS
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of Two Cities.	 	This	contradictory	statement,	
this	duality,	will	 also	serve	as	 the	 theme	 for	
this	November’s	28th	annual	Charleston Con-







Tale of Two Cities and	how	they	map	to	some	
critical	 scholarly	 communication	 issues	 sure	
to	be	discussed	in	Charleston.
“A dream, all a dream, that ends in noth-
ing, and leaves the sleeper where he lay down, 
but I wish you to know that 
you inspired it.”
To	Harvard University’s	
Faculty	 of	Arts	 and	 Sciences	
and	 its	 recent	 adoption	 of	











including	 the	 timing	 of	 deposits,	 copyright	
retention	rights,	and	versioning.		Nevertheless,	
other	institutions	seemed	poised	to	follow	suit,	
including	Stanford’s School of Education	and	
Macquarie University	at	this	writing.		What	
influence will this have on scholars’ actual 
behavior,	publishers’	policies,	and	the	general	
accessibility	of	scholarship?		In	the	short	run,	
if	 other	 high	 profile	 mandates	 such	 as	 the	
NIH’s	are	a	template,	the	impact	will	be	more	





institutional	 mandates	 erode	 the	
traditional	 structures	 of	 informa-
tion	 dissemination.	 	 That	 is	 the	
dream	of	open	access	advocates,	of	
course.		Or	it	may	be	that	Harvard	
has	 started	 a	 chain	 reaction	 that,	
like	 the	 Dickens	 quote,	 “ends	 in	
nothing”.		In	any	event,	Harvard,	
“I	 wish	 you	 to	 know	 that	 you	
inspired	it.”
“Up the two terrace flights of steps the rain 
ran wildly, and beat at the great door, like a 












friendly	 format.	 	 University	 presses	 such	 as	




ments,	 particularly	 when	 sectors	 like	 the	
university press have often been flat-footed in 
embracing	emerging	media.		However,	before	
we	get	too	excited,	let	me	ask	something.		Are	
you	using	a	Kindle?		Do	you	know	someone	
who	is	using	a	Kindle?		Have	you	even	seen	a	
Kindle?		We	have	been	roused	by	the	Kindle;	
it	is	the	rain	running	wildly	and	beating	at	our	
great	door.		It	may	well	turn	out	to	be	a	trans-
